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Ages.   It came into existence at a time when profound
changes were taking place in the industrial landscape on
a scale commensurate with the agrarian revolution.    The
growth of capitalism, the dispersion of textile production
over the countryside, the emergence of new enterprises
outside the jurisdiction of the craft gilds—these were inter-
related phenomena, and together they imperilled the whole
structure of industry as it had been built up in the Middle
Ages on a gild basis.   Accordingly the intervention of the
State was imperatively demanded if the time-honoured
sanctions of a rigid industrial discipline were to be pre-
served from extinction.   It is seldom that Governments are
entirely free agents.   As a rule they are confronted with
practical problems which they can only handle within the
limitations set by the circumstances of their age l, and public
opinion was not yet prepared for the abandonment of the
old order.   To avert its imminent break-up, the central
authority was impelled to assume wider responsibilities and
to share with the local communities their main economic
functions.   Early mercantilist legislation was in its essentials
nothing more than the application, on a national scale, of
the orthodox practices which had been followed for several
centuries by municipal bodies.   And much that may now
seem to us inexplicable and arbitrary becomes intelligible,
when it is viewed in relation to the mediaeval antecedents of
which it was at once the fruit and the logical sequel.    Later
we shall see how in the course of the seventeenth century
men began to challenge the principle of State regulation of
industry ; and how a century before Adam Smith men were
already proclaiming the  identity  of  public  and private
interests and—as its corollary—the doctrine of economic
freedom.   This development, however, did not take place
until the Civil War had shaken the very foundations of
society and created a new balance of political forces.    Not
until after a convulsion of  the first  magnitude did the
business community of England venture to claim openly
1 The rulers of a country seldom enjoy the opportunity of creating a
new social fabric on a tabula rasa ; and normally they are constrained to
act on ' short-term' considerations. The Russian Revolution is con-
spicuous as the unique exception.

